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Many polychaetes are commensals or parasitic symbionts of metazoan hosts that 
provide them with shelter and food (reviewed by Martín and Britayev 1998). The 
genus Polydorella currently contains six species of polydorid polychaetes, of these 
five are described as inconspicuous epibionts (sized <2 mm) of Indo-Pacific sponges 
(Martín and Britayev 1998, Williams 2004). Potential functional benefits generated 
by polydorid-sponge associations are still unresolved. Polydorid polychaetes may 
feed on detrital material accumulating on the sponge surface, but related evidence 
is lacking, as is knowledge on more basic properties, such as their feeding modes 
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(Williams 2004). Here, we report on a polydorid-sponge association observed in 
the Red Sea and provide new insights into potential functional benefits. During a 
reef survey in the Gulf of Aqaba (29°27´29.93˝N, 34°58´27.67˝E) during March 2013, 
a conspicuous red branching sponge covered by a dense population of epibiotic 
polychaetes (mean: 10 ind cm−2 sponge) with moving whitish palps was observed on 
the reef slope at 15 m water depth (Panels A, B, scale bars: 10, 0.8 cm, respectively). 
Light microscopic analysis of collected specimens for distinct morphological features 
(e.g., bilobed prostomium, orange body color) identified the epibionts as Polydorella 
smurovi Tzetlin and Britayev, 1985 (Polychaeta, Spionidae) (Panel C, scale bar: 0.03 
cm), while the host was classified as the Red Sea sponge Negombata magnifica 
(Keller, 1889) (Demospongiae, Podospongiidae; sample deposited at Naturalis 
Biodiversity Center, RMNH.POR.9146). Subsequent surveys within 2 km of the above 
specified location showed that this specific polydorid-sponge association frequently 
occurs (approximately 30% of N. magnifica encountered). Video analysis revealed a 
continuous bilateral sweeping palp movement performed by P. smurovi suggesting 
the capture and concentration of loose detrital matter on the sponge surface and 
its subsequent transport towards the pharynx for consumption (Supplementary 
Online Video 1). Detritivorous feeding by P. smurovi may potentially involve the 
consumption of detritus released by the sponge (shed old tissue cells), recently 
described as an energy and nutrient source for other reef-associated fauna (de Goeij 
et al. 2013). While detritus origin and its nutritional value for P. smurovi remain to 
be investigated, its capture and removal by P. smurovi may also benefit N. magnifica 
by clearing the sponge surface of debris.
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